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Bullying Prevention Essay and Art Competitions: Honoring School District
Champions
Abstract
Bullying is not a new concept. In fact, most of us can recall a time when we were bullied, someone else
was bullied, or we bullied someone. While bullying can happen anywhere (including online through cyberbullying), schools are often the center of research. Evaluations on school climate use bullying to help
understand relationships. Prevention methods put the teacher or school staff in the driver seat, but these
adults may not feel a connection to the work. Our school district created the Bullying Prevention Essay
Contest to honor school district champions through literacy. Middle and high school students wrote about
adults who made a positive difference. The contest grew to include elementary schools with the Bullying
Prevention Art Contest, which used arts-based learning to promote bullying prevention in schools. These
programs gave voices to students while reminding adults just how important they are.
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My work with this program was supported by the University of Georgia’s Mary Frances Early College of
Education’s Office of School Engagement. A special thanks to faculty and staff who appointed me to this
role and allowed me to assert creativity and changes to enhance programming efforts. The COVID-19
pandemic has since delayed the continuation of the contest, but my hopes are high that the contests will
resume in the future.
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Bullying Prevention Essay and Art Competitions: Honoring School District
Champions
Introduction
I can’t remember when the teasing started exactly, but I remember
being picked on for just about anything starting in the second
grade – my hair, my height, my clothes, my shoes, what backpack I
wore, heck, even what music I listened to. Kids were always
cracking jokes or calling me names. I got picked on so much in
second by one girl that I hid her bookbag after school one day and
pretended not to know where it was. I got busted the next day – one
of the only times I’ve been in trouble. No one believed me when I
told them why I did it and they made me (ME) write three apology
letters: one to her teacher, one to mine, and one to the girl.
Ridiculous. In third grade, the teacher made me cry at least 10
times – I’m still traumatized about it. After that it was all about my
long hair for a while. They would taunt, “Rapunzel, Rapunzel…”
It didn’t matter how many times I talked to an adult. I was told to,
“suck it up” every time. So, I just stopped talking to adults,
including my parents. We hear all about bullying now – or maybe I
do because of the work I’m in – but even so, I still hear adults say,
“well, I was bullied and I’m fine…It’s builds character…our kids
are getting too soft…” Mean kids grow up to be mean adults who
raise mean kids. I wish we could learn to share kindness instead.
-A hopeful champion
While bullying can happen just about anywhere, researchers study
bullying more often in a school context, which places teachers and school staff in
charge of prevention methods (Foody et al., 2018). Bullying can have negative
impacts on our students’ academic performance, attitudes towards school,
psychological/social developments, and peer or adult relationships. This negative
environment also impacts school climate. Many schools and researchers observe
various school- or district-wide bullying prevention programs to help address this
issue (Evans & Smokowski, 2016), but there is still work to be done. One concern
is that teachers, administrators, and school staff do not understand the importance
of these prevention programs, nor do they see the importance of their roles in the
bullying prevention process (Evans & Smokowski, 2016; Wong et al., 2011).
We decided that it was time to change that. This Voices from the Field
paper will describe a bullying prevention essay contest and art contest used to
honor adult champions in bullying prevention. I will emphasize the target
audience, guidelines, and judging procedures. Next, I will share information on

Published by Digital Commons@Georgia Southern, 2022

1

National Youth Advocacy and Resilience Journal, Vol. 5, Iss. 2 [2022], Art. 4

submissions and awards with details about how we honored nominees and
authors. To conclude, I will share tips for successful replication based on what I
have learned through this process.
Bullying Prevention Essay Contest
In 2015, a compassionate twelfth-grade student envisioned a contest to recognize
efforts by teachers against bullying. She reflected on her time as a middle school
student in an urban school system. She often turned to her school’s principal for
guidance if she was having a bad day. Even the smallest gesture, like an opendoor policy, made this student feel welcomed in the office no matter what she
wanted to discuss.
This student met with the prior Districtwide Professor-in-Residence (PIR)
for School Climate in the Professional Development School District partnership
between the Clarke County School District and the University of Georgia. They
worked closely together to organize, launch, and manage the Bullying Prevention
Essay Contest. Two years later, the PIR accepted a new position away from
Athens - before the 2018 contest began. I (Tompkins) was appointed by faculty
and staff to continue managing the contest.
Students in grades 6-12 were invited to nominate a school system
employee who made an impact by standing up to bullying or helping someone
who has been bullied. Although student nominators were required to be in middle
or high school, they could nominate an employee at the elementary, middle, high
school, staff, or administrative level. The person nominated could be a teacher,
administrator, counselor, bus driver, or any other adult, but they were required to
be employed by the school district at the time of submission.
Students were asked to describe in detail how this person made an impact
by preventing bullying or helping those who have been affected by bullying.
Essays ranged from 250-500 words. The contest was publicized through posters
delivered to each middle and high school and informational emails sent to middle
and high school principals and counselors. After the submission deadline, essays
were compiled, reviewed for eligibility and safety concerns, and made blind for
peer-review.
Graduate students in English Education at the University of Georgia
served as judges for the contest, under the supervision of a tenured-track
professor. Each essay was read by five different judges and scored according to a
common rubric. The four domains assessed were relevance, rich detail, captures
acts over time, and tone. The professor also allotted one class night for an inclassroom discussion about the essays.
The team of judges selected the top essay written by a middle school
student and the top essay written by a high school student. In addition, the contest
organizers selected winners in special recognition categories. With record-

https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/nyar/vol5/iss2/4
DOI: 10.20429/nyarj.2022.050204

2

Tompkins: Bullying Prevention Essay and Art Competitions

breaking numbers in submissions for the 2018 and 2019 contests, the middle
school and high school with the highest total submissions were also recognized.
Bullying Prevention Art Contest
The essay contest was only open to middle and high school students. As the
contest grew, staff at various elementary schools in the county were reaching out
to learn more. Teachers, administration, and counselors were interested in a
similar contest at the elementary level to support socioemotional well-being as a
part of their strategic plan. Informal conversations occurred with these teachers to
determine an effective way to address bullying prevention at the elementary level.
From these ideas, the Bullying Prevention Art Contest was established.
Planning started in spring 2018 and the first art contest launched in fall 2018 to
include elementary students' artwork that illustrated the concept of bullying
prevention. Students in kindergarten – grade 5 were invited to (a) illustrate how
an employee made an impact by preventing bullying or helping those who have
been affected by bullying or (b) design a bullying prevention poster. This contest
occurred after the elementary schools finished their bullying awareness and
prevention campaigns and lessons.
The contest was publicized through posters delivered to each elementary
school and informational emails sent to principals and counselors. Submission
guidelines asked for a maximum page size of 8.5 inches by 11 inches (a standard
copy paper size). After the submission deadline, art pieces were compiled,
reviewed for eligibility and safety concerns, and made blind for anonymity.
Pieces were judged by a local artist and graduate student who specialized in
elementary art-based education.
Submissions and Awards
Bullying Prevention Essay Contest
Since 2015, middle and high school students have written 242 essays with four
middle school essays, four high school essays, and nine special recognition
awards being honored.
Year One (2016). A total of 78 entries were received with 64 meeting the
eligibility requirements. From these 64 entries, 31 school district employees from
12 schools were nominated. The top middle school level essay was written about
an elementary school teacher. The top high school level essay was written about a
high school math teacher. There were three special recognition awards: Leading
by Example for inspiring the creation of the contest, Making a Difference for
most student nominations receives, and Student Compassion for extraordinary
compassion exhibited by a student. The principal who made such a huge impact to
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create this contest was recognized with a special award honoring her as the
inspiration for the first annual Bullying Prevention Essay Contest.
Year Two (2017). A total of 43 entries were received with 35 meeting the
eligibility requirements. From these 35 entries, 33 school district employees from
11 schools were nominated. The top middle school level essay was written about
a middle school librarian. The top high school level essay was written about a
high school teacher. There were two special recognition awards: Above and
Beyond written about a middle school custodian and Special Recognition written
about a district bus driver.
Year Three (2018). A total of 106 entries were received with 97 meeting
the eligibility requirements. From these 97 entries, 67 school district employees
from 12 schools and 1 from the district office were nominated. The top middle
school level essay was written about a middle school social studies teacher. The
top high school level essay was written about a high school Spanish teacher.
There were two special recognition awards: Inspiration to Others honoring a
district bus driver and Making a Difference for a middle school teacher nominated
by the most students. The middle school and high school with highest number of
submissions were also recognized.
Year Four (2019). A total of 15 entries were received with all essays
meeting the eligibility requirements. From these 15 entries, 12 school district
employees from 5 schools and 1 from the district office were nominated. The top
middle school level essay was written about a middle school teacher. The top high
school level essay was written about a high school teacher. There were two
special recognition awards: Inspiration to Others honoring a middle school
teacher nominated by the most students and Making a Difference honoring a
middle school teacher who impacted students outside of the classroom.
Bullying Prevention Art Contest
In 2019, 5 pieces were submitted from three schools with five awards being
honored. The first year of the program brought in a low number of submissions,
so all students were honored by grade level.
Kindergarten. A student drew a bullying prevention poster with three
kids on a playground. One person is telling the other two people to “stop!”. One
replies, “yes” and the first person finishes the conversation with, “ok”.
First Grade. A student drew a poster describing a time their teacher help
stopped bullying. On the left side, one student is looking out a window and a
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second student is saying, “Hey! Lemon squeak, what are you doing?” On the right
side, the student is reporting the bullying to the teacher.
Third Grade. A student drew a bullying prevention poster with saying
related to the topic, including, “bullying is not nice”, “a bully is someone who
says bad things to you every day to make you unhappy”, “tell a teacher or an
adult”, “stand up for them when they cannot stand up for themselves”, etc.
Fifth Grade. There were two submissions for fifth grade from two
different schools. Both students drew a bullying prevention poster. One had a
warning sign, “Warning No Bully Zone”, two hands interlocked, a pit bull, and
the words, “Be a Buddy, not a Bully”. The other poster read, “spreading kindness
is like riding horses” with a horse, flower, rainbow, and heart.
Tips for Successful Replication
I took over as program coordinator in the fall of 2017 and had some important
shoes to fill. I was allowed to make changes to the program, which showed to
have a positive impact. I encourage other school districts to consider
implementing an essay or art contest using these tips: (a) Honor Authors, Artists,
and Nominees, (b) School and Community Support, (c) Use Technology (for
students and you), and (d) Be Cautious and Responsive.
Honor Authors, Artists, and Nominees
Socio-emotional health is vital. Be proud of students and staff for their efforts
against bullying. Essay award recipients were announced through a surprise visit
while school was in session. Nominating students were pulled from class to help
deliver awards, if the adult and student were in the same building. Nominated
adults received a plaque with a small gift of appreciation (i.e., bromeliad plant)
and students received certificates. Some adults were recognized by multiple
students in the same year; we honored everyone. Art contest award recipients
were announced at quarterly awards ceremonies in front of students, staff, and
visiting family and friends. Schools received the students' framed original artwork
to display and students' received certificates and journals with their artwork
printed on the covers. A whitepaper was also created each year to highlight award
winners and schools. These documents were shared with the college/university,
school district, and community.
School and Community Support
Projects like this require support from schools and community. I started reaching
out to schools two months prior to the contest by email to Principals, Assistant
Principals, Art/Language Arts Teachers, and Counselors. The contests were

Published by Digital Commons@Georgia Southern, 2022

5

National Youth Advocacy and Resilience Journal, Vol. 5, Iss. 2 [2022], Art. 4

extended for about 6-8 week (compared to 4 weeks). Many Language Arts
Teachers designated time in class for writing, which helped increase essay
submissions in year three. Plaques were provided by a local trophy business.
Use Technology (for students and you)
Originally, essays for the middle and high school contest were hand-written by
students, then typed into Word. I moved the contest submission form to Google
Docs, which created an easier process for submitting and exporting essays. I was
able to set a specific window for submissions. Students were able to access the
form at any time. They could also save their work and return to it later. This
online formed was exported into Excel where I could easily organize by names,
schools, nominated adults, or word count of essays. (The district I work with now
does not allow Google use on campus-based technology, but other platforms exist
to host submissions.)
Be Cautious and Responsive
We received a few submissions that were concerning – from a youth and adult
standpoint. Administrators, school counselors, and UGA faculty were available to
assist in this process. The purpose of these contests were to highlight champions
in bullying prevention. Through this process, we discovered some harmful
practices from students and staff that needed to be formally addressed. We were
proactive during this contest, so professionals were ready to assist, as needed.
Some statements made by the students about other students, staff, and family
member were true. School administration was contacted about specific incidents.
Staff were reported to the district for further investigation. The author students
met with district and university counselors to understand (and often unpack) the
situations. We had less than three cases per year of this.
Conclusion
While our essay and art contest were held at the district level, I encourage
practitioners to start small. These contests can be replicated at the school level. I
would also like to encourage middle and high schools to consider implementing the
art contest alone or in partnership with the essay contest. My hope is to continue
the contest in the future and to explore student and adult perspectives of the contests
on bullying prevention and socioemotional health in schools. Further studies on
identifying more common places, settings, and timing of bullying can help better
understand school climate and our expansion of the program.
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